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Union Availability, Union Membership and Immigrant Workers: An 
Empirical Investigation of the Irish Case 
Abstract 
Purpose: In the period 1994 to 2004 union density, particularly in the private sector, 
declined considerably. As a growing proportion of new employees are immigrant 
workers, falling density may in part be due to a failure to organise and recruit these. 
We examine the extent to which trade unions are available to immigrants and the 
extent to which immigrants join unions. 
Methodology: We analyse data from the Quarterly National Household Survey 
(QNHS) 2005, which had 91,174 respondents. 
Findings: Results show that immigrant workers are less likely to join Irish trade 
unions than comparable native workers. Length of residency is an important factor in 
the likelihood of immigrants being unionised but employment in the public or private 
sector assumes even greater importance than nationality in determining union 
membership.  
Research limitations: Error may occur in the proportion of non-Irish nationals 
surveyed due to difficulties of ensuring their inclusion in the sample population.  
Originality/value: The results highlight the need for trade unions to regularly 
conduct organising campaigns both in existing unionised and non-union firms 
targeted at immigrants. The availability of unions is critical to increasing the union 
density of immigrants, as immigrants in the highly unionised public sector were more 
likely to be unionised than immigrants generally.  
Research Paper 
Keywords: immigrant workers, union membership; union availability 
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Introduction 
The dramatic economic growth and expansion of employment in the late 
1990s has changed Ireland from a country of emigration to one of net immigration. In 
1994 non-Irish nationals numbered 24,200 and accounted for about 2% of the labour 
force. By the last quarter of 2005 this had grown to 182,900, an increase of over 
700% and they now account for 9% of the labour force (CS0, 2006a). This compares 
to 7% in the same period in 2004. In the same period, 1994 to 2004, despite an 
increase in union membership from 432,900 to 521,400, union density in Ireland 
declined from 45% to 34%, a decrease of 11 percentage points (CSO, 2005). While 
density levels have declined in both the public and private sector, the decline is 
significantly greater in the private sector with estimates as low as 23% density (D’Art 
and Turner, 2004). This partially reflects the rapid growth in private sector 
employment. Overall, the numbers employed in Ireland increased from 1.33 million in 
1996 to 1.93 million by the middle of 2005 – an increase of some 600,000 or 45% of 
the employed labour force in less than ten years. Clearly, trade unions are failing to 
acquire members from new entrants in this expanding labour force. Since a growing 
proportion of new employees are immigrant workers, falling density may in part be 
due to a failure to organise and recruit these workers. In 2005 (4
th
 qtr) the largest 
proportion of immigrants were employed in production industries (18%) followed by 
construction (15%), hotels and restaurants (14%), financial and business services 
(13%) and the wholesale and retail trade (12%) (CSO, 2006a: table A2). 
Consequently, it is likely that immigrants are predominantly employed in relatively 
low skill occupations in the private sector, particularly since the accession of 10 new 
states into the European Union (EU) in 2004 with full access to the Irish labour 
market (Fitzgerald, 2006: 19). There is substantial, if anecdotal evidence, that 
immigrants are often exploited by employers and paid below the National Minimum 
Wage. The construction industry in particular has been the site of a number of high 
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profile cases of under-payment despite the existence of a Registered Employment 
Agreement (REA) with binding rates of pay (see Higgins, 2005a & b). It can be 
argued that immigrant workers have much to gain from union membership and that 
trade unions are the best placed institutions for the protection of pay and working 
conditions of immigrant workers. In this paper, using data from the QNHS 2005, we 
examine the propensity of recent immigrants to join Irish trade unions. Essentially the 
question we seek to answer is whether immigrants, compared to Irish workers, have 
similar opportunities to join a union. 
 
Determinants of union joining 
Union joining is best understood as a two-step process: firstly, the availability 
of a union to join and secondly, the choice of individual workers to join the union 
(Green, 1990).  Thus, union membership is a function of both the availability of a 
union and the individual’s propensity to join. Structural or contextual factors largely 
have their effect on union availability while individual and social factors affect the 
individual’s choice of union membership (Hartley, 1992:173/4). The structural 
approach ascribes changes in union availability to long-term socio-economic change 
(Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999).   A number of structural variables have been 
advanced to account for variations in union membership such as industrial sector, the 
shift from manufacturing to services employment, establishment size and public or 
private sector employment (see Bain and Price, 1983; Hartley, 1992).  
Alternatively, the institutional explanation focuses on the contextual historical 
development and the specific national institutions governing industrial relations. 
Changes in union availability have been attributed to a range of institutional factors 
and processes such as the nature, scope and depth of collective bargaining, labour 
legislation and more recently the effects of management strategies on union 
organisation (Freeman and Pelletier, 1990; Cappelli and Mc Kersie, 1987; Kochan et 
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al, 1986).  The supply of unions at the workplace and the supporting legislation for a 
union presence are the key elements in the institutional explanation of union growth 
and decline (D‘Art and Turner, 2003). While in the Irish case the chief determinants 
of union availability in the private sector, it has been argued, are union recognition 
and management strategies, a number of structural factors also impact on union 
availability (D’Art and Turner, 2005; Geary, 2006).  These include establishment size 
- large firms are more likely to be unionised than small firms, industrial sector – 
manufacturing firms are more likely to be unionised than service sector firms, and 
private sector establishments are less likely to be unionised than public sector 
organisations.  
 
Given the availability of a union in the workplace, the individual choice or propensity 
to join is perceived to be a function of a number of factors including: perceptions of 
the instrumentality of union membership, individual and occupational characteristics 
and social networks. Workers join unions to improve their pay and working 
conditions. Union membership is attractive to the extent that it is instrumental in 
achieving these goals (Crouch, 1982).  A related pragmatic reason for joining a union 
is protection against unfair treatment and arbitrary management actions (Waddington 
and Whitson, 1997). It could be argued that that the decline in union membership and 
density levels in many industrial societies reflects a decline in the demand by workers 
for the basic functions provided by union membership of advancing and protecting 
workers interests and ensuring justice on the job. However, in a survey of EU 
countries in 2002 an overwhelming majority (74%) of respondents believed that 
employees need strong unions to protect their working conditions and wages and only 
12% actually disagreed (D’Art and Turner, 2006). Even among non-union 
respondents a substantial majority (69%) held a similar belief. These responses appear 
to indicate a continuing strong instrumental basis for union membership in the EU. 
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A number of individual and occupational characteristics have figured in the 
research on union joining. These include age, gender, education, employment status 
and occupation. In a period of union decline in many European countries it can be 
argued that younger workers have less experience of trade unions and will display 
significantly lower levels of attachment to collective organisations. On the other hand, 
it is possible that older workers attitudes towards management, particularly those at 
the bottom of the organisational hierarchy, have become more entrenched over time 
and are more likely to perceive management negatively (D’Art and Turner, 2002a). 
Consequently it could be argued that older workers are more likely to be members of 
a trade union. Gender is often cited as a significant factor as males are believed to 
have a higher propensity to join unions than females. Generally, the historical 
experience in industrialised nations is for much of woman’s work to be relatively 
short-term and marginal to the main (male) labour force. This tended to discourage 
female workers from adopting a collectivist response to the issues of pay and 
conditions (Lockwood, 1966; Hyman and Price, 1983). Women were perceived to be 
less interested in trade unions given that union activity is supposedly characterised by 
‘proletarian masculinity and militancy’ (Wajcam, 2000:187).  Thus, the ‘stereotype’ 
has endured that women are disinterested in unions and identify mainly with family 
issues (Briskin and McDermott, 1993:7-8; Wheeler and McClendon, 1991). 
Alternatively, there is considerable evidence to indicate that women are just as likely 
as men to have positive attitudes towards unions (Turner and D’Art, 2003; Walters, 
2002), to vote for union recognition (Premack and Hunter, 1988; Schur and Kruse, 
1992:100) and be active union members  (Klandermans, 1992; Lawrence, 1994:94).   
 
It has been argued that new forms of work that require long periods of 
education and training have fostered the diffusion of individual orientations at the 
expense of traditional forms of union solidarity (Zoll, 1996; Valkenburg, 1996). Thus, 
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employees with higher levels of education are more likely to manifest an individualist 
orientation and, as a consequence, union representation will have little or no appeal. 
Consequently, education levels and union joining maybe inversely related. 
Alternatively, evidence in the Irish case indicates that higher levels of education are 
associated with higher levels of union membership (D’Art and Turner, 2002b). 
Similarly, the evidence for a relationship between occupational level and union 
membership is scant (Hartley, 1992). In Ireland, for example, professional and 
technical workers are more highly unionised than any other group of workers (D’Art 
and Turner, 2002b).  Indeed, results from research on the influence of individual and 
occupational characteristics generally indicate that they have only a marginal 
influence on union joining (Hartley, 1992; Green, 1990).   
Social networks can act to influence workers to join trade unions. Peer groups 
both inside and outside the workplace can have a positive or negative influence on the 
individual’s choice to join a union. Union members, for example, are more likely to 
have had union-active parents (Gallie, 1989). In particular, researchers have used the 
concepts of social custom and social identity to explore the influence of social 
networks. Compliance with the norm of union membership occurs because of the 
positive esteem and reputation effect of being a union member (Visser, 2002). The 
reputation effect derives from complying with a social norm that invokes workers to 
express mutual solidarity (Corneo, 1997: 72). Social custom theory suggests that 
union members enjoy a better reputation than non-union members and this acts as an 
incentive or private good delivered by virtue of being a member. However, reputation 
effects depend on the intensity and quality of interaction among workers and on their 
beliefs about the union and union membership. If the unions are unable to uphold the 
norm or social custom with sufficient levels of union density then the threat of 
reputational loss will accordingly be minor (Visser, 2002). Corneo (1995) argues that 
that employer behaviour is an important factor in explaining the strength and 
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persistence of a social custom and union membership.  
Social identity emphasises the attachment between the employee and the union (see 
Rowley and Moldoveanu, 2003; Ashford and Kreiner, 1999). Workers join unions 
because they identify with the values and goals of the union. Union membership 
provides a positive self-image, creates individual commitment and a feeling of 
solidarity. This solidarity generates a sense of common identity, shared fate and a 
general commitment to defend the group. Union membership and the identity gained 
from this association are strongly related to a belief in trade unionism.  
 
Immigrants and trade unions  
To what extent will immigrant workers have similar opportunities and similar 
propensities to join unions compared to native workers? A number of factors suggest 
possible differences in union availability and union joining for immigrant workers.  
As noted earlier the chief determinants of union availability in Ireland are union 
recognition, management strategies and, to a lesser extent, structural factors such as 
establishment size and industrial sector. Union availability is extensive in the public 
sector where unions are accorded a high level of legitimacy and opposition is 
negligible; more extensive in industry than services and in large firms than small 
firms. Thus migrants have less opportunity to acquire union jobs due to their limited 
access to highly unionised public sector (Defreitas, 1993:299).  
 
Immigrants are more likely to work in low skilled jobs in the services sector and in 
smaller firms in the retail and construction sectors contributing to their lower 
unionisation levels (Grünell and van het Kaar, 2003). Consequently, it can be 
predicted that immigrant workers are less likely than Irish nationals to work in 
organisations with a union presence. Hence, union availability is likely to be lower for 
immigrant workers than Irish nationals.  
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Holding the supply of unions constant, there are also a number of additional reasons 
to expect that, despite the obvious instrumental benefits of union membership for 
immigrant workers, they will have a lower propensity to join a union. Even where a 
union is available, immigrant workers may not be aware of its existence because of 
language difficulties and limited social contacts in the workplace (Howe, 2004). 
Indeed, it appears that many Irish workers with a union presence in their workplace 
are rarely approached to join the union. In a national level survey, only 24% of non-
union members employed in unionised companies were ever asked to join a union 
while the remaining 76% had never been approached to consider union membership 
(Geary, 2006). Moreover, because of their marginalisation, immigrant workers are 
likely to be vulnerable to employer pressure not to join and less likely to speak out 
against employers for any injustices or unfair treatment for fear of employer 
retaliation (Ness, 1998). These factors can be compounded by a lack of understanding 
about Irish trade unions and how they work. In low skill occupations in the private 
sector and smaller firms, these factors are likely to be more pronounced as immigrants 
are more open to employer scrutiny.  
 
In terms of individual characteristics, immigrants are generally young and young 
workers are often perceived to be less likely to join unions. Immigrant workers are 
unlikely to be part of any social network where the ‘reputation’ effect from being a 
union member has any meaning. Unless informed, immigrants will not be cognisant 
of any social custom or ‘norm’ regarding union membership. Similarly, immigrants 
are likely to have little sense of solidarity with Irish workers or have any ideological 
identification with Irish trade unions. A substantial proportion of immigrants usually 
expect to return home. With temporary migrant labour, jobs are merely a means to an 
end – to save and send money back to their places of origin where their social identity 
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is truly located (Piore, 1979: Chap. 3). Thus, immigrant workers are, ‘ceteris paribus’ 
less likely to choose to join a union than comparable Irish workers.  
 
Data and measures 
The analysis here is based on the Quarterly National Household Survey 
(QNHS) survey data from 2005, 2
nd
 quarter. The QNHS is run by the Central 
Statistics Office and provides the basis for quarterly labour force estimates in Ireland. 
Information is collected continuously throughout the year with 3,000 households 
surveyed each week to give a total sample of 39,000 households in each quarter. The 
total number of respondents in the QNHS in 2005 (2
nd
 qtr) was 91,174.  Thus, the 
QNHS is generally a robust representative sample survey of the population. However, 
two qualifications should be noted with regard to the use of the nationality measure in 
the survey. First, error may occur in the proportion of non-Irish nationals surveyed 
due to difficulties of ensuring their inclusion in the sample population. Language may 
also be an obstacle, particularly for recently arrived immigrants. Secondly, any 
disaggregation of the non-Irish nationals into their country of origin is likely to 
compound the sampling error. Moreover, disaggregation gives rise to smaller numbers 
in each category and consequently, becomes less dependable. This aside, the QNHS 
remains the most comprehensive survey of immigrant’s available from any source. 
The breakdown of nationality in the QNHS 2005 is as follows: Irish; UK; EU (15); 
Accession countries (the 10 new entrants to the EU); Other (all immigrants from 
outside the EU (25) and the United States. 
 
The dependent variable in this study is union membership (see table 1 for description 
of variables). The question on union membership was asked of persons aged 15 and 
over in employment as an employee. Union membership is defined using the 
following question: Are you a member of a trade union or staff association which 
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represents its’ members in labour and industrial relations issues? In the sample as a 
whole, 34.2% reported being a member of a trade union, with 62.9% not a member 
and 3% not stated. For the purpose of clarity we have omitted the not stated category 
in the following analysis giving a union membership of 35.2% and non-members of 
64.8%. 
The independent variables are divided into those measuring contextual or structural 
determinants of union availability and those that measure individual and social 
characteristics that determine the choice to join a union.  These measures are by no 
means a comprehensive test of both these factors. However, their choice is guided by 
the extant questions used in the QNHS questionnaire. The contextual measures are 
firm size, industrial sector and public/private sector. In the latter case, there is no 
direct measure of public or private sector employment. A proxy measure is developed 
combining those employed in three sectors - health, education and public 
administration. Employees working in these sectors are almost wholly employed by 
the state. The figures from the QNHS 2005 indicate that 409,300 worked in these 
sectors. Figures from CSO (2006b) indicate that 350,100 worked in the public sector 
in 2005 (2
nd
 qtr). Thus, our proxy measure overestimates the true public sector 
employment by almost 17%. However, we argue that this provides an approximate 
measure of a vital factor determining union availability in Irish organisations. This 
measure can also be a proxy for management attitudes towards trade unions as unions 
enjoy a high level of legitimacy in government organisations. Alternatively, private 
sector organisations are more likely to be hostile or offer grudging acceptance to 
unions (D’Art and Turner, 2004a; 2006). 
Turning to the individual choice to join a union, there are no available measures of 
union instrumentality or social networks. However, we assume that immigrants would 
potentially benefit in terms of wages and working conditions from union membership. 
It is also assumed that immigrants are unlikely to join unions because of social 
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customs or social identity with Irish trade unions. The actual measures used are: age, 
gender, education, occupation and the number of years’ residence in the country (table 
1).  
 
Table I: Description of variables 
  
  
Dependent variable 
Union 
membership 
Scored 1=member of a trade union; 0=non-member 
 Independent variables 
Firm size Scored 1=less than 11 employees; 2 =11-19; 3 =20-49;  4 =50+. 
 
Industrial 
sector 
Scored 1= Industrial (includes: Agric., forestry, fishing; Mining and 
Quarrying; Manufacturing; Electricity, gas and water supply; Construction; 
Transport, storage, communication).   
2 =Services (includes: Wholesale and retail; Hotels and restaurants; Financial; 
Real estate and business activities; Other).   
3 Public services (includes: Public administration; Education; Health). 
 
Public/private 
sector 
Private sector=Industrial+Services 
Age Scored: 1=20-24; 2=25-34; 3=35-44; 4=45-54; 5=55-59; 6=60-64; 7=65+. 
 
Gender Scored: 1=male; 0=female 
 
Education Scored: 1=none or primary; 2=lower second; 3=upper second; 4=post leaving; 
5=third level. 
 
 
Occupation 
Occupation is classified into nine groups as follows: 1= Senior/managers; 
2=professional;  3= Assoc. professional;  4 =Clerical;  5 =Craft;   6 =Personal 
services; 7 =Sales; 8= Plant operatives; 9=Other. 
Years 
resident 
Scored 1=pre-1990; 2 =1991-1997; 3 =1998-2001; 4 =2002-2005. 
 
Nationality Scored 1=Irish workers; 0=immigrant workers. 
 
 
 
 
Trends and results 
Immigrant workers differ from Irish natives on a number of dimensions. As 
table 2 indicates, immigrants have a mean younger age and are predominantly male, 
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61.4% compared to 51.6% of natives in the labour force. With regard to educational 
levels, immigrants have higher levels than native workers. Over 26% of natives report 
reaching either primary or lower second level compared to 12% of immigrants. 
Alternatively, 27.9% of immigrants have third level degrees or higher compared to 
20.4% of natives. However, immigrants are under-represented in the higher skill 
occupations of managers, professionals and associate professions. Conversely, 
immigrants are over-represented in craft, personal services, plant operatives and 
‘other’ occupations. The latter category contains a substantial proportion of labourers 
mainly in the construction industry. Compared to native workers, immigrants are 
over-represented in private sector industry and services and under-represented in the 
public sector. Interestingly, immigrants are more likely to be located in firms 
employing more than 50 employees. Not surprisingly, the majority of immigrants 
(76%) have arrived in Ireland since 1998 and 59% since 2002. Thus, the majority of 
immigrants in the sample are recent arrivals. Most have arrived from EU accession 
countries (34%) and the UK (22%). 
 
Table II: Characteristics of Irish national and Immigrant employees
a
 
 Irish nationals 
(N=30,755) 
Immigrants 
(N=2,726) 
Mean age   
Male 51.6% 61.4% 
Education   
none or primary 9.4% 4.9% 
lower second 16.3% 7.4% 
upper second 29.7% 22.3% 
post leaving 11.0% 8.2% 
Third level non-degree 12.0% 10.1% 
Third level degree+ 20.4% 27.9% 
Occupation   
Senior/managers 11.2% 7.7% 
Professional 12.0% 10.1% 
Assoc. professional 9.5% 8.6% 
Clerical 15.0% 7.9% 
Craft 12.4% 14.8% 
Personal services 11.5% 14.7% 
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Sales 9.4% 9% 
Plant operatives 8.9% 10.1% 
Other 10.1% 17.0% 
Sector   
Industrial 35.4% 39.2% 
Services 39.1% 45.8% 
Public services 25.5% 15.0% 
Firm size   
Less than 11 employees 28.2% 23.6% 
11-19 12.0% 11.6% 
20-49 15.6% 17.8% 
50+ 44.2% 47.0% 
Years resident   
Pre-1990  5.8% 
1991-1997  8.1% 
1998-2001  26.6% 
2002-2005  59.4% 
 Nationality (Irish excluded)   
UK  21.9% 
EU15  13.6% 
EU accession  34.0% 
Other  28.9% 
American  1.6% 
a 
Includes all employees in the labour force totalling 1,594,248 when the gross weighting factor is 
applied. Excludes Self-employed (with and without employees) and assisting relatives. 
 
 
 
Turning to a comparison of the characteristics of native and immigrant union 
members, native workers are more likely to be a union member, 37.2% compared to 
14.2% of immigrants (table 3). Thus, native workers are almost three times more 
likely to be a member of a union than immigrant workers. Young native workers 
entering the labour market are also more likely to be unionised, 21.8% in the 20 to 24 
age group and 33.7% in the 25 to 34 category compared to 7.2% and 14.2% of 
immigrants in both categories. However, there are differences in density levels of 
immigrants across a number of characteristics (see column 3). Female immigrants and 
those with higher levels of education are slightly more likely to join a union (similar 
to the trend for native workers). Immigrants in the higher professional, associate 
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professional and, to a lesser extent, plant operative occupations have higher levels of 
unionisation. As is the case with native workers, immigrants have the highest level of 
unionisation in the public sector. Firm size is also directly related to levels of 
unionisation for natives and immigrants. Predictably, immigrants who arrived before 
1990 have a higher level of unionisation (29.3%) than those arriving in 2002 and after 
(9.1%).  
In terms of the contextual determinants of union availability (table 2), a greater 
proportion of immigrants work in firms with more than 50 employees (47% compared 
to 44%). As larger firms are more likely to be unionised, union availability for 
immigrants is enhanced. However, fewer immigrants are employed in the public 
sector (15%) with a greater proportion employed in the services sector than native 
workers. On balance, union availability is lower for immigrant workers than native 
workers. Immigrant workers, it appears, are less likely than Irish nationals to work in 
organisations with a union presence.  
 
This aside, in the areas where relatively high union availability exists: large firms, 
industry and the public sector. Immigrants in these areas have much lower levels of 
unionisation than native workers: 21% compared to 53% in firms with over 50 
employees, 12.6% compared to 36.4% in industry and 36.6% compared to 63.5% in 
the public sector (table 3). Though immigrant density levels are much higher than the 
overall proportion of 14.2% in the case of larger firms and particularly the public 
sector, nevertheless, it may be the case that where unions are available, immigrant 
workers are less likely to join a union than Irish nationals. However, as the data 
cannot be disaggregated below the broad sectoral level into union and non-union 
firms, this conclusion remains essentially speculative
1
.  
 
                                                          
1
 It may be the case, for example that immigrants employed in the industrial sector tend to be 
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Table III: Characteristics of employees who are union members 
 1 
Irish nationals 
 
2 
Immigrants 
3 
Difference from the 
density rate of 14.2% 
a
 
 
Member of a union
b
 
 
37.2% 
 
14.2% 
 
/ 
Age
c
    
20-24 21.8% 7.7% - 6.5 
25-34 33.7% 14.2% 0 
35-44 44% 17.4% - 26.8 
Gender    
Male 37.6% 13.8% - 0.4 
Female 36.7% 14.8% + 0.6 
Education    
none or primary 32.3% 7.6% - 6.6 
lower second 33.6% 14.4% + 0.2 
upper second 34.0% 10.5% - 3.7 
post leaving 38.5% 13.4% - 0.8 
Third level non-degree 42.4% 19.5% + 5.3 
Third level degree+ 43.5% 21.2% + 7.0 
Occupation    
Senior/managers 27.9% 11.8% - 2.4 
Professional 49.5% 25.1% + 10.9 
Assoc. professional 53.3% 35.3% + 21.1 
Clerical 39.3% 11.6% - 2.6 
Craft 34.8% 10.9% - 3.3 
Personal services 32.6% 8.0% - 8.2 
Sales 19.0% 9.8% - 4.4 
Plant operatives 43.9% 15.9% + 1.7 
Other 33.9% 8.8% - 5.4 
Sector    
Industrial 36.4% 12.6% - 1.6 
Services 20.4% 8.1% - 6.1 
Public services 63.5% 36.6% + 22.4 
Firm size    
less than 11 employees 17.4% 5.1% - 9.1 
11-19 27.0% 8.2% - 6.0 
20  20-49 37.5% 13.8% - 0.4 
50+ 53.2% 21.1% + 6.9 
Years resident    
pre-1990  29.3% + 15.1 
1991-1997  26.7% + 12.5 
1998-2001  16.6% + 2.4 
2002-2005  9.1% - 5.1 
                                                                                                                                                                      
concentrated in non-union firms compared to native workers.  
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Nationality (excluding Irish)    
UK  23.1% + 8.9 
Eu15  9.3% - 4.9 
EU accession  9.7% - 4.5 
Other  14.6% + 0.4 
American  22.2% + 8.0 
 
a 
Calculated by subtracting the density rates in column 2 from the overall immigrant density rate of 
14.2%.
 
b 
The ‘not stated’ are omitted from the union membership figure: 3% of employees did not answer the 
question.  
C 
The vast majority of immigrants are in the age categories 20 to 34.  
 
 
In table 4 multivariate statistical methods are used to assess the impact of 
various structural and individual characteristics on union membership. The individual 
characteristics of age, gender, education and occupation are all significantly 
associated with union membership However, the odds ratios for education and 
occupation are so low as to be discounted since, with a large size sample, small 
differences can easily attain statistical significance. Age is significant and in the 
direction predicted. Older workers are 25% (1.25 times) more likely to be unionised 
and males are 30% (1.3 times) more likely to be union members. Although females in 
the labour force are as likely to be in a union as males, 35.8% and 36.1% respectively, 
a large proportion of females (36%) are employed in the highly unionised public 
sector compared to male workers (11%). Overall, 58.5% of females in the public 
sector are union members compared to 72% of males; in the industrial sector 30% of 
females are unionised compared to 36% of males and in the services sector 19% of 
females compared to 20% of males. 
 
However, the more decisive determinants of unionisation are firm size, sector and 
nationality. Workers in larger firms are 70% more likely to be a union member. 
Compared to the private services sector, workers in industry are 70% (1.7 times) more 
likely to be a union member while public sector workers are nearly 6 times more likely to 
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be in a union (equation 1). Native workers are nearly 4 times more likely to be a union 
member than immigrant workers controlling for measures of individual characteristics 
and structural factors (though not length of residency). In equation 2, sector is simplified 
into those employed in the public or private sector. Respondents employed in the public 
sector are nearly 5 times more likely to be a union member than respondents working in 
the private sector while native workers are 4 times more likely to be a union member. In 
equation 3 the exclusion of public sector respondents does not alter the pattern of results. 
Education and occupation can be discounted and age and gender, though significant, have 
relatively minor effects. Firm size, industrial sector and, in particular, nationality are 
significantly and strongly associated with the likelihood of union membership in the 
private sector. Results from table 4 indicate that, ceteris paribus, immigrant workers will 
have a lower propensity to join a union than native workers. However, the most 
significant determinant of union membership is not nationality but employment in the 
public or private sector. 
 
Table IV: Union membership and nationality 
(The dependent variable is union membership scored 1=member; 0=not member. Odds ratios for the 
independent variables are reported). 
 
 1 2 3 
 Union 
membership 
Union  
membership 
Union membership 
(private sector only) 
    
Age 1.24*** 1.24*** 1.28*** 
Gender (male) 1.3*** 1.4*** 1.27*** 
Education 1.02*** 1.01*** 0.93*** 
Occupation 1.02*** 1.03*** 1.06*** 
Firm size 1.7*** 1.74*** 1.77*** 
Industrial sector
a
 1.7*** / 1.64*** 
Public sector 5.8*** / / 
Nationality 3.8***  3.8*** 3.6*** 
    
Public sector
b
 / 4.7*** / 
    
  18 
Model Chi-sq. 355211*** 343486*** 3693*** 
% predicted 73.6% 73.6% 76.4% 
N 31,308 31,308 23,217 
    
 
a
 Employment sector is entered as a dummy variable in equation 1. Industry and public sector are 
entered separately (coded 1 or 0). The services sector is omitted as the dummy or comparative sector. 
b
Public sector is coded 1 and the combined industrial and service sectors are coded 0. 
* P<0.05  ** P<0.01  ***P<0.001 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
Union membership depends primarily on the availability of a union to join and 
secondly, the individual’s propensity to join. Regarding immigrant workers, the 
essential questions are to what extent immigrants have similar opportunities and 
similar propensities to join unions compared to native workers? It was predicted that 
union availability would be lower for immigrant workers than Irish nationals. Results 
appear to indicate immigrant workers are less likely to have a union available in their 
workplace and, more speculatively, less likely to choose to join when a union is 
available compared to native workers. Two aspects of our results require some 
scrutiny. First, length of residency is a critical factor in the likelihood of immigrants 
being unionised. Immigrants’ resident in Ireland before 1990 have a union density 
level of 29% and from 1991 to 1997 a density level of 27%. Although between eight 
to ten percentage points below the density level of native workers they are 
considerably higher than the overall density rate for immigrants of 14%. The 
increased likelihood of long term resident immigrants joining unions is probably a 
function of a number of factors such as increasing fluency in the English language, 
exposure to trade unions, increased sense of social identity and greater assimilation 
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into the Irish labour market. Alternatively, short stay immigrant workers are ‘birds of 
passage’ where jobs are a means to gain experience and save money with a view to 
returning to the home country.   
However, the importance of employment in the public or private sector assumes even 
greater importance than nationality in determining union membership. Indeed, 
immigrants employed in the public sector had a unionisation rate of 36.6% - nearly 
three times the overall unionisation rate of immigrants.  This demonstrates the critical 
importance of union availability in determining union density levels in general. As 
long as union availability remains scarce in the private sector, immigrants are unlikely 
to have access to either information or avenues to connect with trade unions. In these 
circumstances it appears that an independent and informed choice regarding union 
membership is largely absent for many immigrant workers.  
From a trade union perspective the results highlight the need for trade unions to 
regularly conduct organising campaigns both in existing unionised and non-union 
firms targeted at immigrants. While Irish unions have paid increasing attention to the 
needs of immigrant workers and have targeted those working in particular sectors for 
recruitment, it has been suggested that there has not been “specific coordinated 
mobilisation” of immigrants across unions as evidenced in other countries (Gonzalez-
Perez et al, 2005:17). A strategy of union organising requires committed and active 
union shop stewards/union representatives on the shop floor. It is possible that union 
organisation at shop floor level may have weakened in recent years, particularly in the 
private sector. This may be a consequence of bargaining at national level and 
increased employer opposition. For example, research indicates that only 24% of non-
union members employed in unionised companies were ever asked to join a union 
while the remaining 76% had never been approached to consider union membership 
(Geary, 2006).  Attempts by trade unions to unionise immigrant workers must rely on 
the organising skills of union officials and the activism of shop floor union members.  
  20 
More importantly, government policy aimed at integrating immigrants into the Irish 
labour force and ensuring adequate labour standards would be well served by ensuring 
greater union availability to immigrant workers.  
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